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As I began to acclimate to my new work environment, I found that my active involvement in 
4-H as a child growing up in Pennsylvania was a resource I could draw on as well to make 
a difference in Iraq. My excitement grew as I realized that starting a 4-H program in Iraq 
would be a good way to help the country ensure a brighter future for its children. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Mary Kerstetter, USDA PRT agriculture 
advisor, at Iraq 4-H club’s first meeting. 
Mary’s linguist Sunny stands beside 
her. Photo credit: Eric Dolbeare. 

When I arrived in Iraq in April 2009, I brought with 
me all the knowledge and experience I had 
acquired over my lifetime. I had volunteered to 
serve for one year as a U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) advisor for the U.S. 
Department of State’s Provincial Reconstruction 
Team (PRT) in Anbar Province, working to help 
rebuild Iraq’s agricultural sector. My work as a 
district conservationist with USDA’s Natural 
Resources Conservation Service in Ellicottville, 
New York, would prove useful in helping Iraq 
better manage its natural resources, including soil 
and water, which had been abused by the 
previous government. I knew I could extensively 
draw on my professional skills to help the Iraqi 
people.  

As a former 4-H member, I firmly believe in the 
positive values and vocational, leadership, and 
community service skills that 4-H teaches. I was in 
4-H as a child and both of my children were active 
in 4-H. Until three years ago, I was a 4-H volunteer 
leader. 
 
To start a 4-H program in Iraq, I first sought the 
support and buy-in of Anbar Province’s Agricultural 
Ministry and other U.S. PRT members with whom I 
worked. Actually, it was a pretty easy sell once I 
explained the 4-H program to them. None of the 
Iraqis had ever heard of 4-H, but they were very 
interested.   
 
In the United States, caring for sheep is a common 
4-H project found in almost every county in the  

What Is a 4-H Club? 
 
4-H is the premier youth 
development program of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. Origin-
ating in the early 1900’s as “four-
square education,” the 4-H’s (head-
heart-hands-health) seek to 
promote positive youth develop-
ment, facilitate learning, and 
engage youth in the work of their 
community through USDA’s 
Cooperative Extension Service to 
enhance the quality of life. 4-H is 
recognized worldwide and exists in 
more than 80 countries. 
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country. Here in Iraq, sheep are also a very popular species of livestock raised by farmers. 
In addition, sheep are small and easy for children to handle.   
 
I decided to submit a State Department Quick Response Fund request for $25,000 to cover 
the cost of starting a 4-H club in Anbar Province. The funds would be used to purchase 
grain, sheep shears, hoof nippers, feed pans, water buckets and, of course, sheep. The 
grant request was approved and my PRT colleagues and Provincial officials helped me find 
local leaders and a location for meetings to be held. 
 
I also reached out to former 4-H colleagues in Pennsylvania and Florida with my idea. They 
provided me with project books. I had to adapt the books for use in Iraq. For example, Iraqi 
children will learn about six breeds of sheep found in their country, so photos of these 
animals had to be used. With the help of U.S. PRT linguists, the books were translated into 
Arabic. 
 
I started two 4-H sheep clubs in Anbar Province—one in the village of Ameriyah and 
another in the village of Garmah. More than 60 percent of the children in both of these 
clubs are orphans. We typically chose disadvantaged children. The Garmah club is made 
up of all girls. One of the boys in the Ameriyah 4-H club has Down’s syndrome. 
 

 
 

The 4-H club in Ameriyah was started first. 
When I held the club’s first meeting, 24 
expectant faces watched me closely as I 
started to speak. These children—half of 
whom are boys and half of whom are girls—
were selected to participate by the 4-H club’s 
leaders. New members were chosen based 
on club guidelines requiring that they each 
have an adequate place to care for their 
sheep. None of the children had ever heard of 
4-H, so I described the organization and its 
history. 
 
I then explained the 4-H sheep project to the 
children. All new club members receive a ewe 
to care for and basic supplies. The project 
book, other materials, and club meetings  

 
 
 
 

A local volunteer guides the children of the 
village of Ameriyah in one of their first 
activities as 4-H members called “Design a 
Clover.” Photo credit: Mary Kerstetter.

provide guidance on recordkeeping, wool products, breeds of sheep, and different cuts of 
lamb. Each child signs a document certifying that they will donate the first lamb born to their 
ewe back to the program. This enables another child to join the program. I asked each child 
to fill out the necessary paperwork, providing their names and ages. 
 
Then we performed an activity called “Design a Clover.” In this activity, each child writes his 
or her response to four statements, which were: 
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1. I would like to learn…. 

4. We could help our community by…. 

heir 

uantities of trash are scattered across the countryside—this struck me as quite amazing. 

ill 

rsity of Florida Extension Service. 
The children look forward to practicing their English. 

2. My hobbies are…. 
3. Just for fun we could…. 

 
Surprisingly, the children’s responses were very similar to ones that children in the United 
States would give. Hobbies included swimming, soccer, and reading. Some children said 
they would like to learn how to use a computer or write poetry. For fun, they wanted to learn 
exercises and play video games. I was most surprised when I heard the children’s thoughts 
on what they could do to help their community. The children wanted to pick up trash in t
village and help the environment. Since littering is a nationwide problem in Iraq—large 
q
 
At the next meeting of the Iraq 4-H sheep club, officers will be elected and the children w
learn about the six breeds of Iraqi sheep. The children will also have the opportunity to 
correspond with American pen pals through the Unive
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Since starting the two 4-H clubs in Anb
Province, I have volunteered to serve 
another year at the embedded PRT in 
South Baghdad where I have organized 
another 4-H club. The children named it 
Al-amal or Hope. The non-governmental 
organization sponsoring this club, the Al 
Amal Center for Economic Developmen
has totally embraced the 4-H concept. 
They have dev
information at 
http://www.iraqingos.org/ArticleShow.aspx
?ID=225 where they provide updates on 
the club’s activities. Together we are going

Each member of the newly formed A
amal 4-H club in Baghdad Province 
received a laptop computer donated b
the PRT. Here one of the members
the Al Amal Center for Economic 
Development works on the computer 
with a member of the

l-
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 club. Photo credit: 
Mohammad Laftah. 

 
 form another 4-H club in the Province.  

bout this 

em 

ty that Iraq 
now has the chance to attain. 

to
 
My next goal is to form a national 4-H 
organization. I am very excited a
prospect as it would be a huge 
achievement. I am honored to play a small 
part in helping the Iraqi children develop to 
adulthood. It is my hope that each of th
will have the opportunity to realize the 
vision of freedom and prosperi
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